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NOTES ON THE RACES OF Micrurus frontalis 
(Dumeril, Dumeril and Bibron) 

By Benjamin Shreve 

As Micrurus frontalis and its associated forms appeared in need of 
revision, 46 specimens were assembled for the purpose. This total 
consisted of all the material in the Museum of Comparative Zoology 
(M.C.Z.), two specimens from the American Museum of Natural 
History (A.M.N.H.), and all those in the Chicago Natural History 
Museum (C.N.H.M.). 

It was found that the material fell into three groups: M. f. frontalis 
(21 ex.), M. f. altirostris (21 ex.), and M. f. pyrrhocryptus (4 ex.).. 

I have retained altirostris as a race of frontalis as evidence is lacking 
that the two do not have separate ranges joined by an area where both 
occur together and interbreed, although the supposed area of hybrid¬ 
ization is decidedly large and there is doubt how much, if any, inter¬ 
breeding occurs within it. Further discussion of this matter is 
presented below. 

I regard pyrrhocryptus as a race owing to its close relationship to 
frontalis and the fact that it apparently has a range separate from 
either altirostris or frontalis. 

This opportunity is taken to thank the curators, Messrs. C. M. 
Bogert, C. H. Pope and K. P. Schmidt, for these loans, also Mr. K. P. 
Schmidt for furnishing data on a pyrrhocryptus belonging to the 
American Museum of Natural History. I also wish to thank Mr. 
Arthur Loveridge for furnishing data on the head coloration of the 
Uruguay series of altirostris in the British Museum (N.H.). 
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Key to the Subspecies 

1. Parietals without pale area except sometimes along the anterior border; 

triads on body 7-15; ventrals 216-242 . 2 

Parietals exhibit a pale area at least anteriorly; triads on body 13-17 
(13 onR rarely) 1 ; ventrals (197) 203-220 . altirostris 

2. Light nuchal area between posterior end of parietal suture and first black 

ring from to 3j/£ scales in width; body triads 9-15 (9-10 only rarely), 
black median ring of triad usually not broader or but little broader than 

the black outer rings. frontalis 

Light nuchal area between posterior end of parietal suture and first black 
ring from 5 Vz to S scales in width; body triads 7-9, black median ring 
of triad usually twice as broad as the black outer rings. . pyrrhocryptus 

Micrurus frontalis altirostris (Cope) 

Elaps altirostris Cope, 1859, Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Philadelphia, p. 345: 
Type locality unknown. 

Schmidt (1936, p. 199) gives the type locality as South America, 
but there is nothing to suggest this in the description or title of 
Cope’s article. 

Range. Uruguay (where frontalis is apparently unknown). Outside 
of Uruguay, except where otherwise noted, it occurs alongside frontalis 
with which it may possibly hybridize. It also occurs in the Brasilian 
states of Rio Grande do Sul, Parana, Sao Paulo (probably also in 
Santa Catarina and southern Mato Grosso). In Argentina it occurs 
in the Gobernacion of Misiones (probably also in Corrientes Province 
and possibly those of Entrerios and Buenos Aires, as well as Paraguay). 

Material examined. Argentina: Misiones: Iguazu Falls (C.N.H.M. 
9260-2, 9383^4), Monte Carlo (C.N.H.M. 9357). Brasil: Parana: 
eastern part (C.N.H.M. 37736-7, 37743-4), Pinheiro Machado 
(M.C.Z. 51495); Rio Grande do Sul: Itaqui (M.C.Z. 17S53), Nova 
Teutonia (C.N.H.M. 16121-2, 1S475), Pelotas (M.C.Z. 27651), 
Santa Maria (M.C.Z. 43337-9); State of Sao Paulo (M.C.Z. 20848), 
eastern part (C.N.H.M. 37742). 

Ventrals (197) 203-219 in c?d\ (206) 208-220 in 9 $ ; subcaudals 
(16) 19-25 in d'd', (16) 18-23 in 9 9 ; also ventrals 215-220, sub¬ 
caudals 19-22 in two unsexed juveniles; body triads 13-17; total 
length: largest c? (M.C.Z. 20848) 918 (859 + 59) mm.; largest 9 
(C.N.H.M. 37737) SSI (834 + 47) mm. 

1 12-15 body triads according to Boulenger (1896, p. 428) on Uruguay snakes he assigned to 
Elaps frontalis, but which are probably altirostris. 
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As regards the possibility of hybridization between altirostris and 
frontalis, it has not reached a point where doubts are raised as to the 
assignment of any individual. For example, an altirostris 9 (C.N. 
H.M. 37736) from eastern Parana has the pale area on the anterior 
part of the parietals reduced, though otherwise the dark head markings, 
except for being rather brownish, are those of altirostris. The body 
triads are 16, which is higher than in any f rontalis; ventrals 217. 

Only one frontalis, a Nueva Italia c? (M.C.Z. 47028) with 216 
ventrals has so low a count, possibly resulting from an admixture of 
altirostris “blood”. Admixture with frontalis is further suggested by a 
$ (C.N.H.M. 37737) and juvenile (C.N.H.M. 9261) altirostris with 
220 ventrals, as well as by other material. Further support for the 
idea of hybridization is afforded by the ventral and subcaudal counts 
of Uruguayan altirostris which, being presumably free from association 
with frontalis, average lower than those from elsewhere. It seemed 
likely that all Uruguayan altirostris might have almost entirely white 
parietals such as is found in an apparently pure bred cf* (C.N.H.M. 
16121) from Brasil, whose ventrals number 204, subcaudals 21, and 
body triads 15, but an examination of the Uruguay series in the 
British Museum by Arthur Loveridge reveals that they are as variable 
in this character as many from elsewhere. 

The tendency for one form to show one or more characters of the 
other may be due to individual variation in the nature of a “throw 
back” to more primitive characters. In this event possibly hybrid¬ 
ization does not occur and the two forms should be treated as specifi¬ 
cally distinct, a course which probably also should be followed if 
limited hybridization occurs. 

Available material is insufficient to allow of a definite opinion, but 
I incline to the theory of hybridization which is possibly limited by 
some factor such as infertility of the resulting offspring. The evidence 
is against general hybridization, though the two forms occur in many 
Brasilian states and elsewhere as the following figures show. Where 
the number of specimens is small those from several areas are grouped 
together, and all arranged from North to South so that a comparison 
may be made of the varying incidence of the two forms. 


altirostris frontalis 
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Parana 

Misiones, Argentina; Villeta, Paraguay 
Rio Grande do Sul 
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M. lemniscatus multicindus Amaral (1944, p. 91), with Teixeira, 
Soares, Parana, Brasil, as a type locality, appears to be a composite of 
altirostris and frontalis. It is not known which of the two the type 
might be. 

Micrurus frontalis frontalis (Dumeril, Dumeril and Bibron) 
Elaps Frontalis Dumeril, Dumeril and Bibron, 1854, Erp. Gen., 7, p. 1223: 

Brasil (part). 

The type locality would appear to be Brasil, rather than Corrientes 
and Misiones, Argentina, as given by Schmidt (1936, p. 199), for 
Claussen’s two Brasilian specimens appear to be the only ones whose 
description conforms to frontalis (sensu stricto ) as currently regarded. 
The rest of the material listed under this form in the Paris Museum 
is apparently altirostris. It is interesting to note that Boulenger (1896, 
p. 428) lists three Brasilian frontalis in the British Museum from 
Clausen (sic). (Actually it is not known which way the name should 
be spelled.) Dr. P. E. Vanzolini tells me that Claussen collected in 
Lagoa Santa, Minas Gerais; so that is probably the type locality of 
frontalis. 

Range. Southern Brasil, where it is known from: southern 1 Bahia?, 
Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro (possibly also Espirito Santo and southern 
Goias, altirostris being apparently unknown and not expected to occur 
in these five states), Sao Paulo, Parana, Rio Grande do Sul (probably 
also southern Mato Grosso and Santa Catarina); Paraguay; while in 
Argentina it probably occurs in the Province of Buenos Aires; and 
possibly those of Corrientes and Entrerios and the Gobernacion of 
Misiones. 


Material examined. Brasil: Bahia?: Santa Cruz (M.C.Z. 3298); 
Minas Gerais: Belo Horizonte (M.C.Z. 13954, A.M.N.H. 22573), 
Uberaba (M.C.Z. 12698); State of Parana (C.N.H.M. 37206-7); Rio 
Grande do Sul: Itaqui (M.C.Z. 17S54), Pelotas (M.C.Z. 27652): State 
of Rio de Janeiro: Rio de Janeiro (M.C.Z. 1375); State of Sao Paulo 
(M.C.Z. 12699, 166S4, 20844-7, 20849-50), eastern part (C.N.H.M. 
37738), Butantan (M.C.Z. 17759-60). Paraguay: Villeta: Colonia 
Nueva Italia (M.C.Z. 4702S). 


1 As M.C.Z. 3298 is only labelled Santa Cruz, Brasil, it is uncertain whether it came from 
Bahia or one of the other states. 
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Ventrals 216-236 in cf cf, 221-242 in $ $ ; subcaudals 20-26 in cf cf, 
17-23 in $ 9 ; body triads 9-15; total length: largest cf (M.C.Z. 
27652) 1121 (1058 + 63) mm., largest 9 (M.C.Z. 13954) 860 
(819 + 41) mm. 

The possibility of hybridization between frontalis and altirostris has 
already been dealt with under the latter. Comparison of frontalis from 
different parts of its range furnished no grounds for present recognition 
of further subspecies to those enumerated here. However, some 
variation wms noted. The light bands of the triads, normally 2 or 3 
scales in width, are about 4 or 5 scales in width in a Rio de Janeiro cf 
(M.C.Z. 1375). Sao Paulo snakes tend to have more body triads than 
specimens from elsewhere, the counts not overlapping with those of 
more northern snakes but overlapping with more southerly ones; these 
counts in turn overlap with those of northern snakes. In the event of 
a further race being recognizable, the availability of Amaral’s 
multicinctus should not be overlooked. 

I follow Schmidt (1936, p. 199) in regarding Flaps baliocoryphus 
Cope (1859, p. 346) as a synonym of frontalis frontalis. 

Micrurus frontalis pyrrhocryptus (Cope) 

Elaps pyrrhocryptus Cope, 1862, Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Philadelphia, p. 347: 

Vermejo River, Chaco, Argentina {ex Schmidt. 1936). 

Range. Northern Argentina, where it is known from Mendoza and 
Cordoba provinces, and likely to occur in the intermediate areas 
between them and the Department of Santa Cruz, Bolivia, from 
w r hieh area it is known. Probably occurs east to the Paraguay River 
and east to the Parana River below its confluence with the Paraguay. 
Note also the type locality. 

Material examined. Argentina: (A.M.N.H. 17592); Province of 
Mendoza (M.C.Z. 15911-2). Bolivia: Santa Cruz: Buenavista, 450 
meters (M.C.Z. 20622). 

Ventrals 224-232 in cf cf, 22S-(231) in 9 9 ; subcaudals 24-25 in 
cf cf, 24-? (tail truncated) in 9 9 ; ventrals about 225 and subcaudals 
25 in an unsexed juvenile. Subcaudals appear to average slightly 
higher than in the other races. The count in parenthesis is that of a 
9 (A.M.N.H. 65273) from La Cumbre, Cordoba, Argentina, kindly 
supplied by Mr. K. P. Schmidt. Body triads 7-9; total length: 
largest cf (A.M.N.H. 17592) 948 (896 + 52) mm., largest 9 (M.C.Z. 
20622) 955 (900 + 55) mm. 
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The median black ring in the Bolivian example is not as wide in 
relation to the other two black rings of a triad as in the two Mendoza 
snakes, and it has one triad more than in any others counted. Whether 
this is an indication of a Bolivian race remains to be seen. 

It is probable that the ranges of all three races are more extensive 
than here indicated, at least in Argentina, according to Serie (1936, 
pp. 52, 53 and 55) whose nomenclature differs, but from whose 
descriptions it is possible to deduce with some degree of certainty 
which of the forms he had in hand. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Amaral, Afranio do 

1944. Notas sobre a Ofiologia Neotropica e Brasilica. Pap. Avul. Dept. 
Zool., Sao Paulo, 5 : 83-94. 

Boulenger, G. A. 

1896. Catalogue of the Snakes in the British Museum. 3: xiv + 1-727, 
figs. 1-37, pis. 1-25. 

Cope, E. D. 

1859. Catalogue of the Venomous Serpents in the Museum of the 
Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia, with Notes on the 
Families, Genera and Species. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Philadelphia, 
1859: 332-347. 

Schmidt, K. P. 

1936. Preliminary Account of Coral Snakes of South America. Field 
Mus. Nat. Hist. Zool. Ser., 20 : 189-203. 

Serie, Pedro 

1936. Nueva Enumeraci6n Sistematica y Distribucidn Geogrdfica de 
los Ofidios Argentinos. Inst. Mus. Univ. Nac. La Plata, 1936: 
33-61, maps. 


